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Script for Commemorating a Legacy of Dissent:
Revisiting Campus Activism 1968-1970
Digital Presentation, October 30, 2020
Annie Tummino, Head of Special Collections and Archives
With guest readers Reign McConnell and Nariah Green

Slide #1
Hello and welcome to "Commemorating a Legacy of Dissent: Revisiting Campus Activism
1968-1970”
It’s an honor to present this program as part of Queens College Homecoming, 2020.

Slide #2
My name is Annie Tummino, and I joined the Benjamin Rosenthal Library as Head of Special
Collections and Archives in August 2018. I’m also a graduate of the Queens College Graduate
School of Library and Information Studies.
Joining me today are two English majors from the Queens College SEEK program, Reign
McConnel and Nariah Greene. Reign and Nariah, can you say Hello?
Reign and Nariah will be joining me to present primary sources during the program today.

Slide #3
This presentation is built off of an exhibit that was mounted at the library during the fall 2019
semester, in commemoration of the 50th anniversary of 1969. The opening reception featured a
panel with faculty, staff, student leaders, and others who played key roles in this history. As
pictured here, the event generated widespread interest among the Queens College community.
However, many people were not able to attend. This digital presentation offers a chance to
reach a wider audience.
Before proceeding with the presentation, I want to note that I’m not a historian or an expert on
student movements of the 1960s. Unlike many of you, I did not participate or witness these
events. As an archivist, I’ve done my best to try to piece together primary sources into a
coherent narrative. If I’ve left important things out, or gotten anything wrong, I want to hear from
you. Alumni Affairs will share my email in the chat, and later in the presentation, I’ll provide more
detailed information about how you can get in touch with me or contribute to the archives.

This presentation focuses on the spring of 1969, which was an especially explosive semester at
Queens College. But I’ve also touched on the periods immediately before and after for greater
context.

Slide #4
Before jumping into the specific events that rocked Queens College in the spring of 1969, it
seems prudent to set the stage more broadly.
In doing so, I borrow from the remarks of Sheila Delany, who spoke at the reception for the
exhibit last year. Sheila was a popular professor of medieval literature – and Marxist - at Queens
College in 1968. Despite a strong record of scholarship, she was notified that she would not be
re-appointed. Her firing was taken up by the Queens College Chapter of Students for a
Democratic Society, or SDS, which demanded increased transparency in personnel decisions.
After leaving Queens College, Sheila went on to have a long career at Simon Fraser University
in Vancounter.
In her remarks, Sheila said:
“Let me try for a moment to locate the events—very partially, to be sure, and from my limited
perspective and memory. In 1969 there was Woodstock. There was the Stonewall riot. There
were the first US people on the moon. On the west coast there was People’s Park in Berkeley
and the Altamont concert and the Manson murders. Shirley Chisholm became the first black
woman in Congress. J. Edgar Hoover founded the Cointelpro to destroy the Black Panther Party
and other dissident groups. On the New York Times best seller list were The Godfather and
Portnoy's Complaint. SDS was at its peak, with over 300 chapters nationally, but with a lot of
factions which caused its eventual break-up toward the end of the year. And all around us was
the Vietnam War and protests against it.”

Slide #5
Sheila went on “… But the way for our comparatively small event was prepared by 1968, which
meant, above all, France and the ongoing spectacle of a massive protest of students and
workers that might have become a real revolution. 1968 also saw Columbia University’s protest,
happening across from my apartment on Broadway [in upper Manhattan].”
Queens College Dean of Students George Pierson reflected in his journal: “It is true that Mario
Savio had been a student at Queens College before he went to Berkeley to become the leader
of the Free Speech Movement. And it is true that in the Spring of 1968 we watched from across
the East River the ‘Agony at Columbia.’ In fact, a considerable number of Queens students
participated in those agonizing events.... But still we were unprepared. It was difficult for us to
believe that our students would rebel against the College.”

To bring this history to life, I’m going to play a short clip from this Newsreel about the Columbia
protests, which was created from the student point of view of the students (Uploaded by C-Span
https://youtu.be/riOxlpGJUOY)
HIT Play

Slide #6
While Dean Pierson says the administration was unprepared for the protests at Queens College
in 1969, in reality, there were various tensions and protests between student activists and the
administration dating back to at least the late 1940s. According to two alumni from the early
1960s with whom I recently did oral histories, and who transferred to the college from other
campuses, Queens College had a particularly strong “in loco parentis” philosophy which
students resented.
Hit PLAY so that silent video plays during the next paragraph.
The QC Chapter of Students for a Democratic Society is particularly well documented in the
papers of Andrew Berman, who attended the college from 1963 to 1967. This silent footage
from 1966 shows members distributing copies of the Free Press, a renegade paper published in
violation of a campus rule which said that only one student paper could exist at a time. As you
can see in this headline of the first issue, the paper advertised a protest against the dress code
policy, which required females to wear skirts on campus.

Slide # 7
On April 26th, while the protests at Columbia raged across the East River, student activists at
Queens College issued their own set of demands. As outlined in the May 8 issue of the
Faculty/Staff newsletter, the 16 demands were:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

expansion of the SEEK program
representation of black students proportional to number of blacks in the community
free college education for all
inclusion of black history in the curriculum
active college participation in community affairs
honoring Freedom Fighters by renaming buildings after Andrew Goodman and Martin
Luther King
7. providing free legal counsel to students, especially for draft counseling and protest
activity
8. no military or war-related industrial recruitment on campus
9. restatement of President McMurray's opposition to the draft
10. taking a stand against construction of the gymnasium in Morningside Park
11. taking an official position against the Vietnam War

12. students with college careers interrupted by military service be reinstated immediately
upon completion of service w/ original standing
13. no graduation commencement be held this semester but rather a Vietnam
commencement
14. student exchange programs with historically black colleges and universities in the South
15. taking a stand for amnesty of the protesting students at Columbia University
16. President McMurray and other CUNY presidents demand expansion of the SEEK
program in Albany.
Interestingly, this list encompasses demands of the predominantly white New Left as well as
demands related to the struggle of Black and Puerto Rican students in the SEEK program.
Moving forward, these two streams of dissent occurred simultaneously but were organized
almost entirely independently of each other.

Slide # 8
If student demands were simmering in 1968, by 1969 they reached a boiling point, with scenes
like this an almost daily occurrence on campus.

Slide #9
In January and February of 1969, the struggle of Black and Puerto Rican students in the SEEK
program took center stage.
In 1966, the New York State legislature had launched SEEK (which stands for Search for
Education, Elevation, and Knowledge), in an attempt to open up CUNY to a new generation of
working class students and to provide them with the academic support required to succeed in
college. When QC SEEK began in 1966, its student population was 99% Black and Puerto
Rican, but the teaching and administrative staff were almost entirely white, including the
Program Director, Assistant Director of SEEK Faculty, Director of Counseling, and Director of
Tutoring. The curriculum was Eurocentric, and patronizing limitations were placed on SEEK
students - for example, they were not allowed to take science during their first semester. As
explained by the current Director of the SEEK Program, Norka Blackman-Richards, at that time
the “The College did not accept SEEK. Racist minds, coupled with racist actions, created a
structure of aparteid on this campus.”
Responding to this environment, the Black and Puerto Rican Student, Teacher, and
Counselor Coalition formed to fight for change. Calling for the removal of SEEK Director Joseph
Muholland, as well as for greater autonomy over hiring and the curriculum, the Coalition
protested and authored position papers. Many of the Coalition’s actions were designed to
disrupt business as usual. As reported in Dean Pierson’s journal, on January 6, about 50
students invaded the Office of the School of General Studies, the Office of Admissions, and the
catalog room of the Paul Klapper Library. Trays holding papers were emptied, papers were

scattered, and card catalog files were overturned. On January 13th about 15 students,
supported by about 50 more outside, entered the office of the SEEK Director, tore up two
telephones and removed all furniture and furnishings into an adjacent parking lot.

Slide #10
The Black and Puerto Rican Student, Teacher, and Counselor Coalition was influenced by the
political concepts of the Civil Rights Movement, Black Power, self-determination, and
anti-colonialism. In 1969, Felipe Luciano, a Queens College SEEK student, co-founded the New
York chapter of the Young Lords, a Puerto Rican nationalist and civil rights organization.

Slide #11
On February 4, in the face of ongoing protest, President McMurray announced the resignation
of SEEK Director Joseph Mulholland. He said that the Dean of Faculty, Robert Hartle, would
replace Mulholland as Interim Director.
The next day at 3:30pm about 100 Black and Puerto Rican students entered the Office of the
Dean of Faculty and told him that he was not acceptable as Interim Director of SEEK because
he had not been selected by the Coalition.
Finally, on February 13, President McMurray announced the appointment of Dr. Lloyd Delany as
Interim SEEK Director. He explained that Dr. Delany was the unanimous choice of the
Administration and the SEEK Coalition.
Reporting on these events, the New York Times asserted that “Queens College Yields to Rebel
Group” while the Black owned Amsterdam News proclaimed “Students to Help Make SEEK
Policy”. The difference in headlines makes for an interesting lesson on bias and perspective.
Nariah will now join me to read an excerpt from the Amsterdam News clipping:
The Black and Puerto Rican Student Coalition at Queens College was formed to act as an
educational bridge between the students and faculty, while keeping the students abreast of all
activities.
The coalition which has been reluctant to speak openly with the news media gave its detailed
description as to what has been occurring on the Queens campus for the last eight weeks.
...The students pinpointed dissatisfaction with administration by insisting the program's
three-year director Joseph P. Mulholland be removed. They... cited him as being “an
incompetent director and a poor symbol for the program.” ...

Their statistics show that the SEEK program has continued to decline in student enrollment.
They said the entire administrative and clerical staff being completely white does little to ensure
the members of SEEK that the program is operated to favor minority groups on all levels...
The students met with Queens College President Joseph P McMurray last Friday and selected
Lloyd Delaney as interim director and Rafael Rodriguez as interim assistant director to the
Queens SEEK program.
The students feel the program expounds the racist philosophy of the campus. They have
presented programs to be incorporated into the college's curriculum. They feel it is necessary to
present a true picture of minority achievement and background. They want a college structure
that will be valid and informative to all students.

Slide # 12
Over the last year and a half, Special Collections and Archives has been working with the SEEK
program to document its history. Our part-time Outreach Archivist, Obden Mondesir, is leading
an effort to conduct oral histories with faculty, counselors, and students associated with the
program from its inception to today. Obden’s first interview was with William Modeste, who has
worked with SEEK since its founding in 1966. In this audio clip, Modeste discusses the role of
Lloyd Delany, who became Interim Director of SEEK as a result of the student protests. Delany
was an Associate Professor of Educational Psychology widely respected by students, faculty,
staff and the administration. Today, the SEEK program is housed in Lloyd Delany Hall.
PLAY AUDIO CLIP

Slide # 13
Sadly, Dr. Delany died of a heart attack at the age of 46 in November, 1969, just a few short
months after the SEEK rebellion. His legacy lived on in subsequent SEEK faculty and staff who
continued to diversify the curriculum and advocate for the college to be more responsive to the
needs of students of color. One early leader in this effort was Alem Habtu, a SEEK educator and
Professor of Sociology who helped establish the Africana Studies Program and developed
World Civilization courses which incorporated histories of Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Born
in Ethiopia, Habtu was an authority on Ethiopian Federalism and on the education of girls in
Africa.

Slide # 14
The SEEK tradition of student activism and engagement is alive and well today, with SEEK
students filling significant roles in student government and other organizations on campus.
Many SEEK students go on to have successful careers in the political arena after graduation,
including Khaleel Anderson, who is poised to become New York State’s youngest Assembly
Member at 24 years of age.
In a recent online event, SEEK Program Director Norka Blackman-Richards, was asked why
SEEK is so effective in fostering student leadership.
“In a nutshell,” she said, “We are intentional about doing it. The first semester we group the
students together and tell them they are the next generation. We ask them, ‘Who do you want to
be your advocates? Who do you want to be your leaders? Who do you want to speak for you?’
Students vote on it. We then expect these young people to advocate, to work with the
administration, to lead programs for their peers, to tell us what they need. So we give them a
voice and we give them a place.”

Slide #15
You can learn more about the SEEK Oral History Project in an event on November 17th at 4pm,
which will be streamed live on the facebook page of the Queens Memory Project. Feel free to
email me for details.

Slide # 16
In March of 1969 the movement against the Vietnam War moved into the spotlight, as student
activists took aim at military and corporate recruiters on campus. As the students’ tactics
escalated, so did the responses of the Queens College administration, which cracked down with
suspensions and arrests. As a result, the anti-war activists incorporated broader demands for
student and political freedom on campus. They also wanted the administration to rehire Sheila
Delany, who they believed had been fired for her politics, and to make personnel decisions more
transparent.

Slide # 17
In his journal, Dean of Students George Pierson described Wally Rosenthal as “the most
effective leader of the student action against Queens College.” When I shared this quote with
Wally, who is a friend of the archives and still lives nearby in Flushing, he responded as follows:
“We did not take actions against Queens College; we took actions against what we saw as the
administration’s complicity with corporations that produced weapons and other products used by

the United States military in its horrific assault on the people of Vietnam and other Southeast
Asian countries.”

Slide #18
When anti-war activists found out that a General Electric recruiter was on campus on March
11th, they didn’t hesitate to take action. GE was a prime target because they made motors and
weapons which powered the U.S. war effort in Vietnam.
Nariah will now join me to read a passage from Dean Pierson’s journal describing what
happened on March 11th.
At 1:30 p.m. on March 11, 1969, I received a frantic telephone call from the College Placement
Bureau. "Hundreds of hysterical students have forced their way into our office," the secretary
said. "They are threatening Dr. Bernstein who is recruiting for General Electric. Come at once!"
I walked the short distance from my office to the Placement Bureau. I had to push my way into
the reception area. Richie Freeman was standing on a table shouting to the crowd. "G.E.
owners are growing rich on the blood and suffering of people in the United States and abroad,"
he yelled. "These capitalists are making profits on the blood and sweat of people around the
world!"
"What shall we do about it?"
"G.E. must go!" the crowd roared. "Throw the racist out!"
Richie responded, "We'll decide on an action democratically. How many of you want to escort
the G.E. recruiter off campus?"
"We all do", the crowd replied. "Throw the racist out!" "G.E.must go!"
Richie advised, "Remember, now this is your decision. This is a democratic action. We'll all
move in and escort the G.E. racist off campusl"
I looked around struggling to get my bearings. I located Dr. Bernstein across the reception area.
He was sitting on the edge of a desk smiling and shaking his head in disbelief. Wally Rosenthal
had been pushed into a corner. I caught his eye and he grinned.

Slide # 19

In the aftermath of March 11th, QC Students for a Democratic Society Chairman Richie
Freeman and two other student leaders were suspended for contempt of court for refusing to
allow themselves to be tried in a closed session of a student court.
On March 27th the Ad Hoc Committee to End Political Suppression held a rally at the Social
Sciences Building to protest the suspensions. About 700 students attended. The Student
Association responded by dropping the charges against the three students, but Dean Pierson
insisted that he would pursue the charges independently. 300 students elected to occupy the
building, adding additional demands to their agenda. Food, blanket, security, and clean-up
committees were organized to support the sit-in.
Now, Reign will join me to read a passage from a fact sheet created by concerned faculty,
describing what happened in the early hours of April 1st, as the occupation reached its
fifth day, still 300 students strong.
Tuesday, April 1st, 2 a.m.
Dean's Pierson and Hartle announced through a bullhorn from outside the building that police
were waiting to be brought on campus. Those who left within the next 15 minutes would suffer
no penalties. Of those who left during the 15 minutes after that, students would be asked to turn
in their ID cards to counselors who were waiting, and faculty would be suspended on the spot
without pay. Those still in the building after half an hour would suffer those penalties and be
arrested as well. Most left; 38 students and one faculty were arrested. There were 30 police
vans present and the New York Times estimated the number of police at 500.

Slide # 20
Unrest continued throughout April and into May, with more protests and a strike. These are just
a few samples of fliers created by the Ad Hoc Committee to End Political Suppression. Events
unfolded rapidly. As Wally explained, the students had to figure out in real time how to respond
to the administration, create fliers, and run them off on a mimeograph machine to get them
distributed. A far cry from twitter and facebook.

Slide # 21
HIT PLAY
This silent film footage was recently donated to Queens College Special Collections and
Archives by alumnus Harold Citron. As he said, it captures the atmosphere of the campus at the
time.
At end - Thank you so much for contributing this footage to the Archives, Harold!

Slide #22
As the end of the semester drew near, the student activists turned their eyes towards
commencement. They decided to boycott the official ceremony and to organize a walk out. At
the Counter Commencement, Dr. Benjamin Spock gave the keynote. Other speakers included
Lloyd Delany of the SEEK program, Student Association President Glen Brunman, and
Professor of History Michael Wreszin.
Reign will now join me to read an excerpt of a letter explaining the purpose of the
Counter Commencement.
Dear Fellow Student:
On June 3 I will graduate from Queens College. My graduation ceremony, a symbol of my
accomplishments during the last four years, is important to me, and I have always looked
forward to it. But on the very same day on which I graduate, 3[8] of my fellow students will be in
Queens County Criminal Court on criminal trespass charges. On that day these 38 people will
learn whether they will be sent to jail or will, along with me, be able to go on to graduate school
or to a job without a criminal record.
President McMurray has the power to recommend that the Grand Jury discontinue its
investigation but he has refused to do so.
Because I cannot in good conscience support this, I must in some way oppose it, even if only
symbolically. As a result I plan to walk out of commencement, an event sponsored by the
administration, and I will instead attend counter-commencement exercises. I hope others will
give serious thought to this act of conscience and join us on June 3. Whether we agree with the
38 in every respect or not, we cannot allow our fellow students to be persecuted in this way.
Sincerely,
A Fellow Classmate
At the Dome, President of the Student Association Glen Brunman, class of 1970, said “We are
gathered here today in a very strange but beautiful atmosphere, representing to us a newly
discovered form of experience. There are no great traditions of academia to guide us, no one to
lead us down the preordained path. We are here to assert the same freedom for which we have
struggled at the College over the past term and more…
Those of us here today do not cling to the traditions of the past out of fear of the present and an
uncertainty about our future. We are not afraid of the unknown within us, we search it out. We
refuse to accept the pious mutterings of those around us who tell us to be realistic and who
define our idealism as the hopeless pursuit of unattainable goals”

While segments of the faculty supported the anti-war protests and building takeovers, ultimately
they voted 2-1 against dropping charges against the thirty-eight students and single faculty
member, Henry Lesnick, who had been arrested in the building occupation. After pleading guilty
to third degree trespassing charges, thirty-one men spent fifteen days in the Riker’s Island
Prison, while seven women paid a $250 fine.

Slide # 23
June 1969 certainly was not the end of student activism at Queens College, but I only have time
to briefly touch on a few of the events that came next.
CLICK TO LOAD/ READ EACH BULLET

Slide # 24
So, what were some of the impacts of the student protests in the late 1960s at Queens College?
The SEEK program won significant autonomy over personnel and curriculum, and was
transformed into a truly innovative and representative educational program. The diversification
of the faculty and curriculum that SEEK advocated for were beneficial not only to the SEEK
students, but to the entire student body.
Changes were made to campus governance. The Faculty Council voted to establish an
Academic Senate which gave a voice to non-tenured faculty and students for the first time.
Dean of Students George Pierson hailed this as the “legal and orderly” way of making change.
But the question remains – without so much agitation and dissent, would any changes have
been made at all?
Opposition to the Vietnam War continued on college campuses and across the nation. President
Richard Nixon finally announced the end to U.S. involvement in Southeast Asia in January,
1973.
In People’s College on the Hill, an excellent booklet published to celebrate the 50th anniversary
of Queens College, History Professor Michael Wreszin said “For me the late sixties and early
seventies were the most exciting and intellectually stimulating in over 23 years of teaching at the
college. This was largely due to the exploding political and social consciousness of the activist
student body and faculty determined to register their discontent over the Vietnam War and their
desire to transform Queens from an alienated commuter school into a vital, caring, intellectual
community… While all of their aims were not achieved, lifelong friendships and associations
were established, and for the involved faculty there remains to this day a comradeship and
intellectual community that continues to make life and teaching at the College a source of real
pride and pleasure.”

In the same booklet, History Professor Frank Warren said “What remains uppermost in my mind
is that it was the Queens College student activists who raised the substantive issues. No matter
how simplistic and dogmatic some of their analyses, and no matter how imprudent and
unsettling some of their tactics, I cannot forget that… It was they who forced the faculty to probe
deeply the issue of student and faculty rights. It was they who demanded that we address the
issue of racism- in the South, in the North, and at Queens College. And it was they who forced
the faculty to confront its conscience on the Vietnam War. All this remains - whatever critical
reservations I had then or have now- and for that we should all be in their debt.”

Slide #25
Understanding the past is crucial for understanding the present and creating a better future. In
learning about the past, I believe it’s important to study not only all that is ugly in our history holocaust, slavery, segregation, war, and other horrors - but also to know that ordinary people
have always resisted oppression and fought for a more equal, more just, and a more humane
world, in many and diverse ways. Queens College students, staff, and faculty have been
involved in so many historic movements and moments over the years.
I asked Norka Blackman-Richards, Head of QC SEEK, how and why 1969 is relevant to
students today. She said:
“2020 seems like a repeat of 1969, as issues of equity and social justice have made a huge
resurgence. It may seem like a lack of progress for students to learn of this repeated cycle.
However, what we have heard from our current SEEK students is that learning of the struggles
of SEEK students in 1969 has actually created a determination in this generation to do all within
their power so that the cycle ends with them. As a result our students have been actively
organizing, mobilizing and protesting around Black Lives Matters issues but they are also
civically engaged, by volunteering at the polls, and leading voting drives.
1969 has served as a propeller for this 2020 generation.”
Social justice and civil rights is one of the targeted collecting areas of Queens College Special
Collections and Archives, but our collections could be stronger. Many of our sources are from
the perspective of administrators, rather than students. There are whole areas, such as the
feminist movement and the experience of women on campus, for which we don’t have much at
all.
The archives actively seeks donations of papers, posters, fliers, photographs, diaries, A/V
materials, and written recollections documenting the history of Queens College, and the history
of activism on campus. We want these archives to become propellers for the next generation, as
Norka said.

We are happy to announce that Special Collections has a brand new, climate controlled storage
area, generously funded by the Pine Tree Foundation of New York. Keeping in mind that
materials stored in attics and closets may not stand the test of time, I’d encourage you to
consider donating if you have relevant items. If you don’t have physical materials, we’d still love
to record your memories. You could do an oral history, or be part of an intimate, 3-5 person
digital roundtable with other alumni. During the pandemic, we’ve been safely carrying out such
activities over zoom.

Slide # 26
To get in touch with me for any reason or to indicate your interest in donating materials to the
archives or participating in a digital roundtable to record your memories, you can email me
directly.
I am happy to report that alumnus Wally Rosenthal has agreed to close the presentation with a
protest song. I’d like to welcome Wally to join us and test his mic. I will leave my contact
information up, so you all have time to copy it down. You will also see the link to our digital
platform where you can view some of the materials used in this presentation online.
WALLY PLAYS SONG

Slide #27
See slide -- special thank yous.
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